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PREFACE

In preparing a revised edition of the present study
I have, deliberately, refrained from more than «
minimum of change. The work done in the last
ten years does not, in my opinion, mecessitate any
substantial modification of the picture I drew in
1899 which, itself, was the outcome of my studies of
1889-1892. I have given (pp. 27-30) an account
of what has been issued so far, of the only important
new Ossianic Material, Mr. MacNeill's edition of the
Duanaire Finn. Were the whole, instead of a portion
merely of the Duanaire accessible some of my views
concerning the dates and relative relationships of
sections of Ossianic literature might require modi-
fieation, but judging by what has been published, I
see no reason for doubting the substantial accuracy
of the scheme of development which I have outlined.
Mr. MacNeill's theory of the true nature and
origins of the Ossianic cycle stands on a different
Jooting, Were I convinced of its correctness I should
have given another shape to certain portions of this
study, have emphasised features I have left in the
shade, have traced other lines along which to follow
m
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iv PREFACE

the development of the cycle. But greatly as I
admire Mr. MacNeill's constructive scholarship,
warmly as I welcome the light he has thrown upon
certain features of Ossianic literature, I cannot feel
that he has made out his case. I have therefore
contented myself with summarising his contentions
in an appendiz (pp. 53-60), and with briefly indi-
cating my grounds for agreement or dissent.

I have left unaltered the words of advice whick,
in 1899, I addressed o students desirous of advanc-
ing the interpretation of Ossianic legend by original
work. So far they have been entirely neglected in
both sections of Gaeldom. The School of Irish Learn-
ing established in the interval naturally and 1ightly
directed the attention of its students in the first place
to older and less known sections of Irish literature ;
1t may, however, be hoped that Professor Bergin will
set some of his pupils to work on Ossianic texts.
Further, the new Irish University should bring into
the field a number of enthusiastic and scientifically
trained students. Should a new edition of this
study be called for at my hands, I trust I may
have to record substantial advance in our knowledge
and appreciation of every section of Ossianic litera-
ture.

ALFRED NUTT



OSSIAN AND THE
OSSIANIC LITERATURE

¢ Woopy Morvex and echoing Sora, and Selma
with its silent halls —we all owe them a debt of
gratitude, and when we are unjust enough to for-
get it, may the Muse forget us!”

These words of Matthew Arnold’s fairly reflect
the feelings towards Ossian and the literature con-
nected with his name of such cultivated English-
men as concern themselves at all with the subject,
their knowledge of it is derived from James
Macpherson ; their appreciation depends upon
whether or no they share Arnold’s admiration for
the undoubted beauties of his remarkable work;
their attitude towards the critical questions in-
volved differs but little from that of the combatants
in the great critical battle urged a century ago
over the authenticity of the so-called Ossian. As
the following pages ignore Macpherson altogether,
I must briefly state the opinion held of his work
by most competent scholars. He undoubtedly had
some knowledge of the Ossianic ballad literature
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6 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

existing in the Highlands in his day, and he
worked up many of its themes into his English
Ossian, which is, however, almost as much his own
composition as ¢ Paradise Lost” is the composition
of Milton. He suffered himself to maintain the
existence of a Gaelic original which he claimed to
have rendered faithfully ; one was published many
vears later, but it is probably a mere retranslation
into Gaelic of the English Ossian. For the student,
whether of Celtic myth and saga, of Celtic archze-
ology, or of Gaelic style and literary form, Mac-
pherson’s poems are worthless; they disregard the
traditional versions of the legends, they depart
from the traditional representation of the material
life depicted in the old and genuine texts, and they
utterly ignore the traditional conventions of Gaelic
style. But Macpherson’s flashes of genuine in-
spiration, and the importance of his work in pre-
paring the romantic movement of the nineteenth
century, will always secure for him a high place on
the roll of Scottish writers.

- Who then is the Ossian and what the Ossianic
literature that form the subject of the following
pages? It will be convenient to take the latter
question first.

The body of Gaelic literature connected with the
name of Ossian is of very considerable extent and of
respectable antiquity. The oldest texts, prose for the
most part, but also in verse, are preserved in Irish
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 7

MSS. of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and
go back to a period from 150 to 250 years older at;
least. The bulk of Ossianic literature is, however,
of later date as far as the form under which it has
come down to us is concerned. A number of
important texts, prose for the most part, are pre-
served in MSS. of the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, but were probably redacted in the
thirteenth and twelfth centuries. But by far the
largest mass consists of narrative poems, as a rule
dramatic in structure. These have come down to
us in MSS. written in Scotland from the end of
the fifteenth to the middle of the seventeenth
century, in Ireland from the sixteenth down to the
middle of the present century. The Gaelic speak-
ing peasantry, alike in Ireland and Scotland, have
preserved orally a large number of these ballads,
as also a great mass of prose narratives, the heroes
of which are Ossian and his comrades. A rough
classification may be made into («) pre-medieval
texts (vouched for by MSS. of the twelfth century
and earlier), (b) medieval (MSS. of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries) and (c¢) post medieval
texts. Whilst there are marked differences in stylo
and tone between the different sections, as well as
between the specific Irish and Scotch versions of
the third section, this body of literature is on the
whole wonderfully homogeneous; themes, charac-
terisation, personages, locale, have undergone scarce
91



8 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

any change from the eleventh century to the pre-
sent day.

Were all Ossianic texts preserved in MSS. older
than the present century to be printed they would
fill some eight to ten thousand 8vo pages. The
mere bulk of the literature, even if we allow for
considerable repetition of incident, arrests atten-
tion. If we further recall that for the last five
hundred years this body of romance has formed
the chief imaginative recreation of Gaeldom, alike
in Ireland and Scotland, and that a peasantry
unable to read or write has yet preserved it almost
entire, its claims to consideration and study will
appear manifest. No literature can, for so many
centuries, maintain itself and preserve its plastic
vitality without good and sufficient reason. An
endeavour to realise the nature of the appeal
which this literature made and still makes to the
Gaelic race at once brings us to the question—is it
wholly a work of imagination, or has it preserved,
in howsoever fanciful a form, some record of
historic fact? And thus we are led back to our
starting-point—who were Ossian, and the heroes
associated with him ?

If we turn to the Irish annals we find that
Oisfn (the proper spelling of the name phonetically
transcribed Ossian by Macpherson, a transcription
which T retain for convenience’ sake) was the son
of Finn mac Cumhail, who is asserted to have been
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 9

the leader of a band of professional soldiers and to
have lived in the third century of our era. Irish
historical writers of the terth and eleventh cen-
turies record Finu’s death, some in 252, some in
283. In so far as an historical thread connects the
scattered episodes of the cycle, it is to be found in
the rivality between Finn’s band (the Clanna
Baoisgne) and the Clanna Morna of which Goll
was leader, and in the relations of both bodies to
the internecine feuds of the Irish kings. Finn is
represented as quarrelling with Cormac, son of
Art, the most famous high-king in Irish legend,
whose daughter, Grainne, he had married, and the
feud thus formed was carried on by the children,
culminating ultimately in the battle of Gabhra,
in which Cairbre, Cormac’s son, and Finn’s grand-
son, Oscar, son of Ossian, the Achilles of the cycle,
fell at each other’s hands. The Fenian host
perished almost to the last man in this battle, only
a few surviving, with miraculously prolonged life,
until the coming of Patrick two centuries later.
How far can this legendary history be accepted
asin any sense a genuine record of events? 1In the
first place we must note that it was firmly believed
in by Irish historical writers of the eleventh
century, men fully abreast of all the learning of
their time, by no means devoid of the critical
instinet and in possession of great masses of tribal
tradition and genealogical record which have
93



10 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

perished; on the other hand they lived centuries
after - the alleged events, they differ considerably
among themselves as to the chronology of the
cycle, and they were, like all men of the middle
ages, unable to examine tradition critically as we
moderns do. Fortunately there is little need for
me to discuss the credibility or otherwise of the
historic records concerning Finn, his family and
his band of warriors. They may be accepted or
rejected according to individual bent of mind
without really modifying our view of the literature,
For when we turn to the romances, whether in prose
or verse, we find that, although the history is pro-
fessedly the same as that of the annals, firstly we
are transported to a world entirely romantic, in
which divine and semi-divine beings, ungainly
monsters and giants play a prominent part, in
which men and women change shapes with animals,
in which the lives of the heroes are miraculously
prolonged—in short, we find ourselves in a land of
Faery; secondly, we find that the historic condi-
tions in which the heroes are represented asliving do
not for the most part answer to anything we know
or can surmise of the third century. For Finnand
his warriors are perpetually on the watch to guard
Ireland against the attacks of oversea-raiders,
styled Lochlannach by the narrators and by them
undoubtedly thought of as Norsemen. But the
latter, as is well known, only came to Ireland at the
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 11

close of the eighth century, and the heroic period of
their invasions extended for about a century, from
825 to 925 ; to be followed by a period of compara-
tive settlement during the tenth century, until at
the opening of the eleventh century the battle of
Clontarf, fought by Brian, the great South Irish
chieftain, marked the break-up of the separate
Teutonic organisation and the absorption of the
Teutons into the fabric of Irish life. In these
pages then we may disregard the otherwise inter-
esting question of historic credibility in the
Ossianic romances: firstly, because they have their
being in a land unaffected by fact; secondly,
because if they ever did reflect the history of the
third century, the reflection was distorted in after
times, and a pseudo-history based upon events of
the ninth and tenth centuries was substituted for
it. 'What the historian seeks for in legend is far
more a picture of the society in which it took rise
than a record of the events which it commemorates.
‘We shall see presently what traces, if any, of third-
century custom and manners are preserved by
extant texts of the Ossianic cycle.*

(a) Pre-medizval Ossianic Romance.
The pre-medizval remains of the cycle, contained

* In the Appendix, pp. 53-60, I discuss Mr, MacNeill’s
views respecting the racial and historical origins of the

cycle. "
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12 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

in MSS. copied in the twelfth and eleventh cen-
turies from earlier MSS., though not very
numerous, are yet numerous enough to furnish
prototypes of well-nigh every mode of conceiving
the character and presenting the fortunes of the
heroes which we find in the modern texts. All
the texts which we know definitely to be older than
the twelfth century would probably not fill more
than one hundred pages, but these hundred pages
contain in germ the many thousand pages of the
medieval and post-medizval literature. These eariy
fragments of the legends (it is seldom we get more
than a fragment) are every whit as “ romantic” as
the later tales and ballads. Indeed the further back
we trace these Fenian tales, the more markedly
mythical do we find them. A remarkable tale
contained in the oldest Irish profane MS., the Book
of the Dun Cow, and probably as old as the eighth
century, brings Finn, supposed to have died in the
third century, to life again as a sixth-century
Ulster Kinglet, Mongan, Finn-Mongan has a dis-
pute with Dallan Forgall, chief bard of Ireland,
concerning some event of the third century. To
substantiate his contention he calls up from the
other world Caoilte mac Ronain, the fleetest foot
among the Fenian heroes, whose testimony, in
favour of the king, is accepted as final. Another
long poem, entitled Finn and the Phantoms, tells
how Finn in company with Caoilte and Ossian,
96



OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 13

after outriding their companions whilst hunting,
came at nightfall to a house of whose existence in
that district they knew nothing. They were re-
ceived by a grey giant, a hag with three heads on
her thin neck, and a headless man with one eye in
his breast; nine bodies rise on one side of the
house, nine on the other, and raise nine harsh
shrieks—* Not melodious was that concert.” The
hideous crew attack the heroes, who are sore put to
it to defend themselves until sunlight, when the
tribe of monsters falls dead on the spot. Again
another tale tells how the Fianna of Melgi chase
and kill Aige transformed into a deer.

Some of these pre-medieval texts are specially
noteworthy in view of their relation to the later
romances. Thus one long poem, put into Finn’s
mouth, employs that favourite device of Irish
story-telling, topographical enumeration ; the men-
tion of hills, or streams, or burial mounds, calls forth
the appropriate legend for each. As we shall see
presently, one of the most important of the later
texts is built upon this model. Another poem, also
ascribed to Finn, strikes a note which remains
dominant throughout the entire range of Ossianic
literature, the note of keen and vivid feeling for
certain natural conditions. It is a brief descrip-
tion of winter :

“ A tale here for you, oxen lowing, winter’s
snowing, summer’s passing; wind from the
97



14 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

north, high and cold, low the sun and short his
course, wildly tossing the wave of the sea.
The fern burns deep red. Men wrap themselves
closely, the wild goose raises her wonted cry,
cold seizes the wing of the bird; ’tis the season
of ice; sad my tale!”

A poem ascribed to Caocilte anticipates a very
common theme in the later romances. Three
strange hunters come oversea bringing with them a
hound of the King of Hiruatha (i.e. Norway);
they slay one of Finn’s men, Duban, and the
Fianna demand their death, but Finn declares he
will accept the hound as compensation. After
pledging themselves thereto by sun and moon and
sea and earth, the strangers kill the dog and fly,
carrying its hide with them, to the north-east,
passing Scotland on the way. The Fianna assemble
in pursuit and heap up a cairn before starting,
each man flinging a stone upon it, whilst old and
young swear that they will not retreat until the
stone retreat for dread of the foreigners.

Finally the following poem, which is ascribed to
Caoilte and figures him as surviving until the time
of the Talcend (i.e. Patrick, according to a gloss in
the MS.), embodies the most famous and character-
istic motif of Ossianic legend, that which differen-
tiates it from all other bodies of mythic and heroic
romance, The hero, in his supernaturally pro-
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 15

longed old age, thus laments the glories of his
youth and prime:

Small to-night the vigour of my feet,
I know my body is flesh;

Good was the running of my feet
Until the Talcend came.

Swift were my feet,

In my head my eyes kept ward,

My arms were wont to feed the carrion crow,
My weapons ne’er lacked a shout of victory.

I and Oisin, the son of Finn,

In unison we dealt our blows.
Mighty in sooth were our feats,
Small the boast we made of them.

In 1871, the Rev. J. G. Campbell picked up in
Tiree a fragmentary lament for Caoilte, ascribed to
Ossian, which runs thus:

Sorrowful am I after Caoilte,

Since my contemporaries are not alive.

I am filled with sadness, agony, and pain

At parting with my foster brother,

Caoilte, my true foster-brother,

With whom I could win victory and banner ;
Caoilte, my perfect fellow-warrior,

A relief to the Fians in time of need,

The one poem is at least a thousand years old,
the other still lives on the lips of the Gaelic
peasant, but in tone, sentiment, expression they
might be contemporary.
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16 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

Attention has already been drawn to certain
aspects of the pre-medieval Ossianic legend, as
presented in texts which must, as we have seen, be
at least older than the twelfth century and which
may belong in part to a period several centuries
earlier. I will now recapitulate those features
upon which, for the purposes of this study, I lay
special stress. The chief heroes of the legend are
Finn himself, his son Ossian and his sister’s son
Caoilte ; the latter is pre-eminently the witness to,
and relater of the mighty deeds achieved by himself
and his fellow warriors; he, it is, who eomes back
from the other world to corroborate Finn, re-
incarnated as Mongan and living three centuries
and a half after the period assigned to him in the
annals; he lives on until the days of Patrick and
laments his departed strength and his lost comrades.
But Ossian also shares this characteristic of super-
naturally prolonged life and keen regret for
vanished youth; the poem which describes the
visit of the three heroes to the Phantoms intro-
duces him as Guaire the blind, contrasting his sad
lot with that of his hearers,and it is not until late
in the poem that the blind minstrel reveals his
identity with the famous son of Finn. Thus the
earliest texts of the cycle represent it as miracu-
lously preserved for the edification and delight of
after ages ; from the outset the legend, thrown back

into the past, comes before the Gael as a tale of—
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 17

The old days that seem to be
Much older than any history
That is written in any book—

and breathes a note of lament and protest. From
the outset too we find ourselves in a land of
wizardry and shape shifting, a land which even the
earliest hearers and tellers of those tales must have
felt to be unreal. For the warriors who dwell in
this land the chase is of scarce less moment than
warfare, they engage in hunts which lead to a
realm of glamour and illusion, they come and go
over Northern Seas, receiving visits from and pay-
ing visits to the far off Scandinavian lands. As is
but natural this hunter race is sensitive to the pass-
ing moods of Nature, and to the ways of the wild
animals they chase.

Besides Caoilte and Ossian, the pre-eminent
heroes, after Finn himself, of the earliest texts, we
hear of Oscar falling at Gabhra, Oscar whose later
fame excels that of any other hero. Goll too,
the hard-smiting chief of the Clanna Morna,
and Fergus, the poet of the warrior band, are
mentioned, as is also another sister’s son of Finn
Diarmaid hua Duibne. A tenth-century com-
mentator upon an obscure poem of the previous
century, has preserved a verse which justifies the
conclusion that the famous story of Diarmaid’s
elopement with Grainne, the wife of Finn, is as
old as any portion of the cycle. The commen-
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18 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

tator quotes the verse as follows: “ As Granne
daughter of Cormac, said to Find—

“There lives a man
On whom I would love to gaze long,
For whom I would give the whole world,
O Son of Mary ! though a privation !”

The allusion is undoubtedly to Grainne’s love for
Diarmaid. In the Fenian as in the Arthurian
legend the passion of the chief hero’s wife for his
nephew forms an original and essential element.
Here let me note that if the single verse, preserved
by a lucky chance, be a fair specimen of the poem
ascribed to Grainne and certainly not later than
the end of the tenth century, it must have ex-
pressed the passion of love with a keen intensity
unknown in any contemporary vernacular Euro-
pean literature.

(b)) Medieval Ossianic Romance.

I have briefly sketched the Ossianic literature
preserved in the earliest Irish MSS. and un-
doubtedly older than the twelfth century. The
whole may, as I have said, fill some hundred pages
of modern print. It can only be a small portion
of what was current at the time in Gaeldom ; bits
and scraps are all that is vouchsafed to us, scarce
anything pretending to the name of a saga, a
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OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE 19

rounded sequence of incidents. Yet something of
the kind must have existed or we cannot explain
the presence of the Ossianic texts in the early
MSS. For these, compiled as they were for kings
and great chiefs, are libraries, containing every-
thing in the way of history, sacred and profane,
legend, national and foreign, and didactic teaching
with which it was thought essential for a great
man to be acquainted. The compilers reflected the
literary and scholastic fashion of their day. The
admission of the texts I have cited proves the
existence of a body of Ossianic romance which
must by the eleventh century have won some
recognition from the bardic class; the small space
accorded to it in comparison with that assigned
to the other cycles of mythic and heroic saga,
notably to the Ulster cycle of Conchobor and
Cuchulinn, proves that it was far less fashionable
than they. Turn now to MSS. compiled after the
twelfth century and we note a great change. The
proportion of Ossianic texts increases steadily from
century to century until at last more than sixfy
per cent. of native Irish fiction is Ossianic or
pseudo-Ossianic. 'We can, I think, explain this
fact as due to historic causes of a perfectly definite
nature, the consideration of which sheds a deal of
light upon Irish literature at large. From the
fourth down to the end of the tenth century the
head kingship of Ireland had remained almost
103



20 OSSIAN AND OSSIANIC LITERATURE

exclusively in the North Irish tribe of the
Hy Neill, the descendants of Niall of the Nine
Hostages. Pre-eminence was thus secured for the
Northern traditions whether historical or mythical ;
the great heroic cycle of Ireland was that which
commemorates the deeds of the Ulster chieftain
Conchobor, of the Ulster braves Cuchulinn and
Conall Cearnach. These traditions, these sagas,
reflecting as they do the recitations of countless
generations of storytellers and minstrels who had
been accustomed to find the chief market for their
wares among the dominant northern chieftains,
make up the bulk of the great vellum MSS. which
give us a fairly faithful idea of Irish literature up
to the eleventh century. But at the beginning of
that century a Munster chieftain, Brian of the
Dalg Cais, wrested the head kingship of Ireland
from the Hy Neill. The leading poets of the
cleventh century were attached to the court of
Brian and his descendants ; a number of important
historical and legal works emanated from Munster.
Is it too bold an hypothesis that Brian’s success
ge to the Ossianic saga, which belongs essentially
to the south of Ireland, a share in the pre-emi-
nence which had previously been enjoyed by the
northern heroic traditions? The Fenian tales
existed long before the time of Brian, but they
were not fashionable, they did not attract the
attention of the chief bards and storytellers.
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Munster’s head kingship gave them a status and
impcrtance which they had previously lacked.

This hypothesis explains much. As the Ossianic
legends only came largely into the hands of the
bardic and story-telling class centuries after the
alleged date of their personages, they necessarily
lack the firmer and more precise historic note which
characterises the Ulster cycle, connected as that
was from its very inception with a definite historical
tradition., The action of the one cycle, the
Northern, takes place on earth, many as may be its
links with the land of gods and demons; the action
of the other really takes place in fairyland, asso-
ciated though its incidents be with hills and caves
and woodlands familiar to both storyteller and
audience. There was a centuries old historic con-
vention restraining and directing the one; the
other, lacking such a convention, was at the mercy
of the individual storyteller.*

Another peculiarity of the later Ossianic liter-
ature—the standing antagonism between the
Fenian warriors and the Lochlannach—is perhapg
largely due to the assumed emergence of the saga
under Brian and his successors. For Brian, the
victor of Clontarf struck down in the moment of
crowning victory, was essentially a champion of the
Gael against the Gall or foreigner. What more

* Compare with this Mr. MacNeill’s views discussed,
Appendix, pp. 53-60.
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natural than that his deeds and those of his
warrior son, Murachaidh, should colour the south
Irish saga once it.came into the hands of the court
bards or reciters? Certain it is that both father
and son figure frequently in the later Ossianic
romances and in folk-tales connected therewith,
thus testifying to the fact that their substance
goes back to a time when the valiant deeds of the
Dalcassian princes were still fresh in the memory
of the Irish race.

Be this as it may, and whether the explanation
which I have essayed be accepted or not, it remains
true that in the post twelfth-century Irish literature
the Ossianic cycle occupies an almost predominant
position. The oldest texts of the secondary or
medizval stage of the cycle is also the longest and
in many ways the most important of all, the so-
called Agallamh na Senorach, or Colloguy of the
Elders. 1 know nothing in any literature that
at all resemblesit. Formally, it is a chaos of local
legends connected only by the fact that all are put
into the mouth of Caoilte, the last survivor of the
Fenian band, and are related by him either to
Patrick or to various chieftains with whom he
takes up his quarters. It thus follows the model
of the pre-medizeval topographical poem put in
Finn’s mouth, in which the mention of each place
calls up its appropriate story. Like so many Irish
texts the Colloguy is a mixture of prose and verse.
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The protagonist, as already stated, is Caoilte;
Ossian is, indeed, mentioned as being, save Caoilte,
the sole survivor of the band, but he goes to stay
with his fairy mother in the elfin mound of Ucht
Cleitigh, whilst his comrade perambulates the
length and breadth of Erin and expounds to his
wondering and eager hearers the heroic lore of the
past. Among these hearers none is more eager or
more naively and intently interested than Patrick.
From the time that he and his clerics meet the tall
men with their huge wolf-dogs, and wonder greatly
as they gaze upon them, “for the largest man
among them reached but the waist or else to the
shoulder, and they sitting,” of the Fenian warriors,
the saint’s curiosity is unwearied and persisting.
True he has some scruples at first. ‘¢ Were it not
for us an impairing of the devout life, an occasion
of neglecting prayer, and of deserting converse with
God, we, as we talked with thee, would feel the
time pass quickly, warrior.” But his two guardian
angels come to reassure him, and ‘with equal
emphasis and concordantly ” urge that the ancient
warriors’ tales be written “on tabular staffs of
poets and in minstrels’ language, so that it be a
pastime for the nobles of the latter time to give ear
to them.” The devout saint pays due heed to this
message from Heaven, and the close of each incident
recalled to Caoilte’s memory by the sight of some
hill or grave mound is marked by his approval :
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¢ Success and benediction, Caoilte, all this is a recre-
ation of spirit and mind to us. And whereis Brogan
the scribe ¢”  Nor does his satisfaction stop short
here. In the course of their wandering, Fian and
saint come to the grave of a warrior who had died
of shame because he could not on the spot fittingly
reward a poet who had panegyrised him. ¢ Heaven
and his release from torment be from me to him
in recompense of his sense of honour,” is Patrick’s
comment, and “in that very hour his soul came
out of pain and sat on Patrick in the form of a
white dove.” Nay, he grants Heaven to a minstrel
of the fairy clan who delights him with his music;
“ but for a twang of the fairy spell that infests it
nothing could more nearly resemble Heaven’s
harmony,” is his remark to his scribe, and the
latter’s answer deserves record, ‘‘if music there be in
Heaven,why should there not be on earth,wherefore
it is not right to banish away minstrelsy.” That
Caoilte should receive Heaven as the reward of his
storytelling need not surprise, but indeed he is as
devout and curious of the saint’s teaching as the
saint is gracious and curious of his pagan lore; the
relations between the two are full of an exquisite
and courteous cordiality. One feels that for the
storyteller to whom we owe the Colloguy, the glories
of old time Erin were dear, but not dearer than the
Heaven which by grace of Mary’s son and Patrick’s
intercession he himself hoped one day to win.
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There is no unity in the Colloquy, no connecting
link save the personality of the narrator. Close
upon a hundred legends are given in full or in brief,
the latter as a rule. The allusions are often so curt
and remote as to be unintelligible to us nowadays.
Here, we feel, is a vast mass of legend, all more or
less familiar to the storyteller’s hearers, summed up
in terse form. In its extant form the Colloquy, of
which the MSS. belong to the late fourteenth and
early fifteenth century, is in the main, I think, a
compilation of the late thirteenth century ; if this
is so, the storytellers of the previous hundred and
fifty years must indeed have been busy with the
Ossianic heroes, for scarce a page of the Colloguy
but presupposes rcmances which must at one time
have existed in a more lengthened form.

The subject-matter of the Ossianic episodes
which make up the Colloguy is various. We find
instances of the theme of an oversea princess fleeing
from an abhorred husband or suitor to seek pro-
tection with those patterns of chivalry and valour,
Finn and his champions; we have raids, oversea,
by Fenian warriors in search of brides or treasure.
But by far a larger number of stories involve the
relations between the Fenian and the fairy clan,
the Tuatha de Danann. These are pictured as akin
to mortals in form and stature, though gifted
with more than mortal beauty and grace ; liable to
violent death, but immune from disease and old age;
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brave, but less brave and warlike than the human
warriors whose aid they eagerly seek in the con-
flicts they wage among themselves ; endowed with
such superhuman powers as invisibility and shape
shifting, and, in especial, preeminent in magic and
wizardry. Thanks to these powers they frequently
take the upper hand at first, but in the long run
fortune remains with the Fenian warriors, and
hard though be the straits in which they often find
themselves they invariably emerge with enhanced
fame and the repute of unconquerable prowess. The
fairy maidens are often fain of the mortal heroes;
nor do the chieftains of Faery disdain to seek
brides among mortal maidens. Matter is thus
yiclded for a number of love tales, mostly tragic in
their issue, but related with a gentle pathos, lack-
ing all ring of true passion, which is characteristic
of the Colloguy. Akin to this is the general tone
of soft melancholy which pervades the romance—
it is full of lament for the days that are no more,
but the lament is neither bitter nor piercing; it
recognises the inexorable and weeps over it, but
neither rails nor curses,

Sensitiveness to natural impressions and delight
in the chase are characteristic of the Colloguy, as, in-
deed, they are of Ossianic romance in every stage of
its development. Whereas the fighting pieces strike
the reader as perfunctory and conventional, all that
relates to wooderaft and woodland life is treated
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with a deep-felt joyousness. Nature, especially in
her sterner moods, is keenly observed, as witness
the following lay on winter—

¢ (Cold the winter and the wind is risen ; the
high-couraged, unquelled stag is on foot. Bitter
cold to-night is the whole mountain, yet for all
that the ungovernable stag is belling. The deer
of Slievecarn of the gatherings lays not his side
to the ground ; no less than he, the stag of frigid
Echtge’s summit catches the chorus of the wolves.
I, Caolite, with brown Dermot and with keen
light-footed Oscar, we, too, in the nipping night’s
waning end would listen to the music of the pack.”

But the minstrel has as keen an eye for the softer
aspects of nature—

O well of the strand of the two women, lovely
thy luminous branching crosses; from thy banks
thy trouts are to be seen, thy wild swine in the
wilderness hard by, thy fair hunting-cragland, thy
deer, thy dappled and red-chested fawns . . .
lovely the colour of thy purling stream, O thou
that art azure-hued and green as the surrounding
copsewood is mirrored in thee.”

Contemporary in all probability for the most
part with the Colloguy (though some are certainly
older and others demonstrably younger) are a
number of poems, mostly narrative, but some
lyrical or elegiac, best known from a collection

made in the early seventeenth century by Northern
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scribes for Captain Sorley MacDonnell of the well-
known Antrim family. These are in course of
publication by Mr. John MacNeill under the title
Duanaire Finn ; half of the collection has so far
(x910) appeared.*

These poems which are in the strict metre
of Middle Irish versification differ for the most
part, in so far as may be judged from the portion
already published, from the Colloguy as regards
the subject-matter of the various episodes which
they narrate. They assign a larger space to
the feuds of the various clans comprised in the
Fenian organisation, in particular to the feuds be-
tween the Clanna Baoisgne and the Clanna Morna ;
indeed several seem to represent a distinctively
Connaught form of the saga, designed to exalt
Goll at the expense of Finn. The Tuatha de
Danann appear less prominently, the theme of
monster-combat is less insisted upon. The tone of
the narrative is, on the whole sterner, more real-
istic than that of the Colloguy. The réle of witness
is generally taken by Ossian not Caoilte, but to
this there is one curious exception. We have seen
(supra, p. 16) that in the Book of Leinster poem,
Finn and the Phantoms, the story is related by
Ossian disguised as Guaire the Blind. The Duan-
aire has a version of the same poem tallying closely
with the older one, but ending thus: “I am

* For Contents, see p. 67.
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Caoilte the beloved, left behind the faultless
heroes.” If one were to reason from what has
taken place elsewhere in the Ossianic literature, i.e.
the substitution of Ossian in place of Caoilte, one
might conclude that the version contained in the
seventeenth-century MS. belongs in reality to an
earlier stage than of the twelfth-century MS., but
this conclusion would hardly be warranted, as pos-
sibly only a scribal error is involved.

The relationship of saint and hero in so far as it
is pictured in the Duanaire does not, on the whole,
differ markedly from that described in the Colloguy,
although none of these poems dwell upon it with
the same complaisant sympathy. But one of the
poems (No. XXX., “The Hunger of Crionloch’s
Church ”) introduces a new note—

My curse upon thy churchmen, Patrick, and mayest thou
rot! If I had Oscar, he would not leave me to
hunger,

protests the hero. As we shall see, this spirit of
reviling antagonism dominates large portions of
the later poetry.

The Duanaire, as stated above, contains poems
the extant form of which may differ in age by so
much as three or four centuries in so far as the
subject-matter is concerned ; it also reveals here and
there a process of decadence. Thus two poems (Nos.
III. and IV.) deal with the same episode of the
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strife between Finn and Goll. The first, put in the
mouth of Garaidh, a hero of the Clanna Morna,
whilst naturally giving the chief place to Goll, yet
does full justice to Finn in recounting the combat
of knightly generosity between the two heroes ; the
second, obviously later as the editor notes, at once
vilifies Finn and makes him ridiculous,and yet the
role of narrator is assigned to Ossian. Such in-
eptitude can hardly be put down as a mere scribal
error, but must be taken as exemplifying a stage of
the literature in which themes and incidents were
modified without regard to the genuine nature of
the saga.

The Duanaire forms a transition to the third
main division of the Ossianic literature, the post
medizval.

(c) Post-Medizval Ossianic Romance.

Here the contrast with the Colloguy is intensi-
fied. It is as if we left a cathedral close, grace-
fully monotonous in its uniform hues of grey and
green, touched with the high-bred air of a spot
remote from earthly passion and strife, and ven-
tured forth into a wild and rocky moorland where
man, living close to Nature at her sternest, becomes
stern and fierce as the tempest he dares, or the
wolf he pursues. The differences concern the form
and subject-matter as well as the tone and spirit of
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the texts, Whereas the Coolloquy is in prose inter-
spersed with verse, the narratives we now have
to consider are almost wholly in verse. Caoilte is
no longer the witness par excellence to the departed
glories of the Fenian prince, Ossian has almost
completely ousted him. Many of the personages,
scenes, and incidents recorded in the Colloguy
are absent from the ballads, in which again we find
much for which the Colloguy affords no clue. Of
infinitely greater importance is the change of tone
and spirit. Caoilte and Patrick are, we have seen,
friends who love and respect each other, each
conscious of his worth and delighting to honour the
other; the warrior accepts devoutly the teaching
of the saint, and the saint rejoices to fling wide
open the gates of heaven. Ossian, in the ballads,
is as a rule a pagan, defiant and reckless, full of
contempt and scorn for the howling clerics and their
churlish low-bred deity. The Patrick with whom
he has to do well deserves this scorn. The benig-
nant and gracious gentleman of the Colloguy,
keenly appreciative of the great-hearted generosity
of the Fenian chiefs, is replaced by a sour and
stupid fanatic, harping with wearisome monotony
on the damnation of Finn and all his comrades; a
hard taskmaster to the poor old blind giant, to
whom he grudges food, and upon whom he plays
shabby tricks in order to terrify him into accept-
ance of Christianity, Tomilder arguments indeed
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Ossian is deaf; when Patrick vaunts his God as
maker of field and grass and all creation the warrior
answers scornfully—

'Twas not in forming fields or grass

That my King took delight ;

But in mangling the bodies of heroes,

In contesting kingdoms and spreading his fame.
He cannotbelieve that aughtcould ever have resisted
his father and comrades—

O Patrick, 'twas not in the time of the Fians

That that man God lived ;

Certain if he were east or west
The Fians would have stricken off his head.

Or again, in a verse which reaches the high-water
mark of his indomitable and confident pagan-
ism—

Were my son Oscar and God

Hand to hand on the hill of the Fians,

If I saw my son down,

I'd say that God was a strong man.

Akin to this spirit of harsh and scornful defiance is
the bitter resentment displayed by the pagan
warrior as his memory recalls the days of his youth.
He is old and feeble and blind, the delights of the
chase and of love are denied him; these things
are hard to bear, but the causes of his resentment
lie deeper. He cannot away with the new world
of which the Christian cleric is the symbol and the
embodiment ; he loathes the ascetic, churlish ideal
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unworthy a warrior and a gentleman, and he con-
trasts it with the delights that were once his, with
the joy of a life wholly simple and unsophisticated,
finding perfect satisfaction in battle, wooderaft and
dalliance. He never wavers in his loyalty to the
past ; if his comrades are in hell, he is content to be
there likewise. ¢ Would God,” he asks, ‘admit his
dog to Heaven’s court?” And he cannot under-
stand the Saint’s indignant protest—were 4e but
acquainted with God he would surely reconcile
Him with the hound.

The earliest examples we have of these later
Ossianic ballads are contained in a MS. compiled by
James Macgregor, Dean of Lismore in Perthshire,
some time before the year 1518 and thus antedating
by over a hundred years the formation of the
Duanaire collection, although the poems of the
latter belong, on the whole, to an earlier stage of
composition. The Dean, a lover of song and tale,
jotted down all that took his fancy, poems ascribed
to the heroes of the cycle, poems formally assigned
to bards of his own or a slightly earlier time, some
complete, some fragmentary, some a mere jumble
of heterogeneous scraps. The note I have charac-
terised]in the preceding pages is firmly struck in
several of the Ossianic poems in the Dean’s collec-
tion. If we put aside this Scotch-Gaelic MS.,
which represents a tradition as old as the fifteenth
century at the latest, we must come .down to the
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seventeenth century before we find either in
Scotland or Ireland MS. containing this species of
ballad. But throughout the eighteenth century
and in Ireland, at least, down to the middle of this
century, such MSS. abound, and numberless
episodes of the eycle are worked up in the form of
a dialogue between Ossian and Patrick in which
the railing lament of the aged warrior is a standing
feature.

The literary problem disclosed by these facts has
scarce been noted, still less has any serious attempt
at its solution been essayed. Is the pagan, anti-
clerical note of Ossianic literature younger in fact,
as it is undoubtedly younger in record, than the
harmony of Christian hagiology and native saga
revealed in the Colloguy of the Elders? Did a
change come over the feeling of Gaeldom at some
time during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
originating a new conception and presentment of
the relation between Saint and Pagan hero? Did
this change of feeling originate in Scotch Gaeldom
and did it work back to Ireland ¢ Isit possibly due
to a larger admixture of Norse blood in Scotch
Gaeldom ¢  Or is the mood, only fully revealed in
the latest MSS. and in living tradition, the primitive
and genuine one, ard is the harmonising process
noticeable in the Colloguy of the Elders the work
of an original artist who transformed current
tradition fo suit the needs of an imagination at
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once devout and patriotic? If this later view be
accepted may not the emergence of the older Pagan
spirit in the later romances be due to the fact
that, under the increasing competition of Classic,
French and English literature from the fifteenth
century onwards, the native literature fell more
into the hands of the folk and thus reverted to the
archaic stage from which it had started ?

I am content to ask afresh these questions
which no one has asked before me, and shall not
essay any answer. I will merely say that whilst
T concede the possibility of the anti-clerical Pagan
spirit of Ossianic legend being a creation of the last
four centuries, I deem it extremely improbable.

I have laid special emphasis on this one point
both because it concerns the dominant feature of
post-medizval Ossianic romances, and because of its
bearing upon the intellectual and moral history of
the Gael alike in Ireland and in Scotland ; but it
must not be supposed that the note of protest and
defiance, although the most characteristic, is the
sole one of the later literature, and that this
consists, formally, of nothing save wrangles
between Patrick and Ossian. The older tradition
which made Caoilte the representative of the
Fenian band has not entirely disappeared from the
later texts, nor, where Ossian has taken Caoilte’s
place, is the former always pictured as in bitter
enmity with St. Patrick. Moreover, besides the
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dramatic narrative poems, in which the dialogue
framework is of as much moment as the episode
which it enshrines, many narrative poems exist
which lack the framework altogether, or in which
it is mere conventional ornament; there also
exists a great mass of prose narratives which dis-
pense entirely with what may be styled the
*“survivor ” machinery, and relate episodes of the
cycle in a style and tone which differ greatly from
those of the poems.

These later prose romances may be roughly
divided into two main classes: the first wearing a
more historic aspect, selecting its themes chiefly
from the relations of Finn to professed contem-
poraries mentioned in the annals, elaborating an
account of the organisation of the Fenian band,
and, as a rule, serious in intent and effect, though
frequently fantastic in presentment and bombastic
in style; the second humorous, almost grotesque,
in choice of incident and mode of narration, or
else conceived in a vein of avowed and deliberate
romanticism. In this second class coincidences
of incident and situation with the later stage
of Arthurian romance occur not infrequently,
coincidences so marked as to render improbable
their attribution to chance or to essential kinship
between the two bodies of literature, and to
warrant the conclusion that the Franco-English
romance of chivalry found its way to Ireland in
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the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and exercised
some influence upon the later Ossianic tales, an
influence, be it noted, secondary and accidental
rather than primary and essential. Irish mythic
romance reveals no trace of such deep and far-
reaching modification as befell, for instance, the
French chansons de geste after their contact with
the Matiére de Bretagne, the Arthur romances.

The humorous and grotesque stories of the second
class present most affinity with the prose narratives
preserved orally to this day in Ireland and Scot-
land ; and the comparison between the MS. version,
two or three centuries old, and the living folk-tale,
is often of extreme interest. As a rule the folk
versions are wilder, ruggeder, more fantastic than
those found in MSS. of the last three centuries.
It may happen, too, that the tale picked up but a
few years ago has a mode of depicting the material
conditions of the saga, and a method of characteri-
sation which look (I do not say which are) more
archaic than those of the MS. versions. Some
scholars have urged that the tales found in MSS.
of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth
centuries are inventions of the storytellers of the
day, and that in percolating through to the folk
they put off much of the finery with which the
professional storyteller had adorned them, and put
on a homely, barbaric garb. To my mind the
reverse process is a more likely one : the folk were
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at all times full of stories about Finn and his
braves, stories which, lacking either pseudo-history
or highly developed literary form were taken up
by the I.)rofessional narrators and ultimately tran-
scribed in the fashion of the time., This I believe
was the usual course, though the other may have
been, and in some cases certainly was, taken. For
storyteller and audience were separated by no such
gulf as divides the modern man of letters from the
vast mass of the reading public. The same body of
tradition was common to both, and the differences
in handling, though numerous, were unessential.
Down to the middle of last century the Ossianic
cycle retained its sway over the native literary
class; the tales were continually being re-worked
over and remodelled, and a certain amount of fresh
invention, on the lines and in accord with the
spirit of the older legend, took place. Thus the
well-known poem of Ossian in Tir na n-Og (the
Land of Youth) is undoubtedly the composition of
the eighteenth-century poet Michael Comyn. But
it would, I believe, be an entire mistake to imagine
that he invented the central incident, or even a
large amount of the subsidiary detail ; he took a
traditional theme and narrated it in the traditional
spirit, in perfect because unconscious accord with
all the conventions of the literature to which he
was adding a monument. He probably knew the
countryside versions, he was certainly familiar with
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what poets of the previous centuries had composed,
and, himself the last of a long line of folk-singers,
he produced a work which, his in its wording, is
yet traditional and popular in substance and form.

The points in which Ossianic literature of the
last four centuries, whether in prose or verse,
whether collected from the lips of the folk or
recorded in the MS. of the professional narrator,
differs from the medizval and pre-medizeval litera-
ture are trifling and insignificant compared with
the essential similarities of matter and treatment.
Development there has been, variation also; not
infrequently decadence, but it still remains the
same body of heroic-mythic romance, the outlines
of ‘which are clearly apparent in the twelfth-cen-
tury vellums. Due stress has already been laid
upon the permanence of the note of lament and
protest. The theme of Fenian relation to oversea
invaders, whether it assume the shape of defence
against raids, of harrying expeditions to distant
lands, of succour to distressed foreign damsels, or
of abduction of outland brides, is constant and
manifold in its variety ; it forms the staple of the
lengthiest prose narrative of the cycle (saving the
Colloquy), the Battle of Ventry, in which Finn’s
76le as the representative defender of Gaeldom
against the foreigner culminates. Equally promi-
nent is the theme of the Magic Hunt, in the course
of which the heroes fall into the power of the
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wizard and fairy clan, whence they invariably
escape with increase of fame. The story of
Grainne’s love for Diarmaid maintained its sway
and found expression both in prose and verse.
Scattered episodes have come down to us in four-
teenth- and fifteenth-century MSS,, but, as a whole,
we only know it in seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century versions, the very popularity of which
probably tended to the disappearance of the
earlier forms. The atmosphere of somewhat un-
real romance is preserved to the last. Were it not
for the ever-insistent delight in the wild life of
woodland and mountain, we should seem to move
wholly in a company of mists and phantoms. The
breath of open-air life, the joy in nature, sweeten
and quicken what would otherwise be too fre-
quently tedious and inane.

It would be vain, as may be gathered from the
foregoing characterisation of this literature as a
whole, to seek from it a realistic representation of
the life of a given period, least of all of the period
in which its heroes are alleged to have lived. Its
oldest texts cannot be used as evidence to pre
Christian modes of life in Ireland as can the
Ulster herolegends. 'Where precision of statement
exists—as, for instance, in the elaborate account of
the way in which the Fenian bands were organised
and recruited, and of the rights and privileges they
enjoyed—it is, I believe, wholly unreliable, the
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figment of a later age. Tt has been urged with much
ingenuity that this account preserves the memory of
primitive contact between Ireland and Romanised
Britain, and that the military system it discloses
was modelled at second or third hand upon the
Roman legion. I can only avow my scepticism.
The essential characteristics of Fenian organisation
as pictured in the romances, are independence alike
of the High King and of the Provincial Kings, and
wardenship of the coasts against oversea attacks.
Had any knowledge of the Roman military system
penetrated to third-century Ireland it might have
been used by some ambitious chief for the purpose
of subjugating his neighbours; it could not have
originated the idea of a national system of defence,
which presupposes lasting and r